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The Quaternary thrust system of the northern Alaska Range
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associated with the Kantishna cluster (Ruppert 
et al., 2008). Seismicity here does not clearly 
correspond with known faults, although 
cumulative deformation results in two primary 
topographic elements, the Kantishna Hills 
proper, and a band of mountains immediately 
north of the Denali fault. Occurrences of the 
Nenana Gravel on the fl anks of the Kantishna 
Hills (Reed, 1961) demonstrate the anticlinal 
origin of this landform. Geomorphic evidence 
of late Quaternary folding at the southwest 
end of the Kantishna Hills and convex profi les 
of an antecedent stream (Lesh and Ridgway, 
2007) indicate that the anticline is active and 
propagating to the southwest. Based on the 
presence of uplifted Nenana Gravel–like sedi-
ments near the Denali fault (Reed, 1961) and 
our reconnaissance mapping on air photos and 
satellite images north of Mount McKinley , 
we infer the existence of a thrust fault that 
accommodates uplift along the range front 
(herein named the Peters Dome fault; Fig. 3). 
Although fi eld investigations have not exam-
ined this fault, late Pleistocene activity of the 
Peters Dome fault is inferred from the pres-
ence of apparent scarps in moraine deposits 
along the fault trace.
Also within these mountains is the East Fork 
fault, which is only documented by Plafker et al. 
(1994) and displays an unvegetated, 4-m-tall, 
late Holocene fault scarp with open fi ssures that 
are visible on recent satellite images. Based on 
the style of bedrock deformation (Reed, 1961) 
and topographic trends, we suspect that addi-
tional Quaternary faults occur adjacent to the 
East Fork fault, as well as along the Minto Flats 
seismic zone, but the resolution and focus of our 
mapping has not been suffi cient to recognize 
late Quaternary deformation. The zone of defor-
mation north of the Denali fault becomes nar-
rower west of the Kantishna Hills as indicated 
by the relatively narrow band of hills between 
the Denali fault and the basin to the north.
Western Northern Foothills
An abrupt change in topographic grain 
between the broad, NE-SW–trending anticlinal 
ridge of the Kantishna Hills (Fig. 3) and the 
E-W–trending ridges and broad, plateau-like 
uplift to the east (Fig. 4) constitutes the bound-
ary (Fig. 2) between the Kantishna Hills and the 
western northern foothills fold-thrust belt. This 
boundary also corresponds with the NNE align-
ment of earthquakes associated with the southern 
end of the Minto Flats seismic zone. The western 
northern foothills fold-thrust belt is also bound 
by the Tanana basin to the north, the Hines Creek 
fault to the south, and the Wood River to the east 
(Fig. 4). The general bedrock geology and Qua-
ternary stratigraphy are documented in a series of 
eight geologic maps (Wahr haftig, 1970a–1970h) 
and a number of related papers (Wahrhaftig, 
1958, 1968; Wahrhaftig et al., 1969). Subsequent 
workers have revised and refi ned the understand-
ing of the Neogene stratigraphic record (e.g., 
Ridgway et al., 1999, 2007; Thoms, 2000) and 
recently developed the framework of faults that 
accommodates the Quaternary uplift and defor-
mation of this region (Bemis and Wallace, 2007; 
Bemis, 2010).
Faults and folds of the western northern 
foothills fold-thrust belt trend approximately 
east-west, with both north- and south-vergent 
structures. Additional faults occur oblique to this 
trend, and these appear to be subvertical faults 
that correspond with lateral changes in the struc-
tural style of the fold-thrust belt (Fig. 4; Bemis 
and Wallace, 2007; Bemis, 2010). The North-
ern Foothills thrust extends the entire length of 
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Figure 2. Quaternary faults of the northern Alaska Range. Map shows the extent of known Quaternary faults north of the Denali fault dis-
cussed in this paper and the direct relationship of these faults with the topographic extent of the northern Alaska Range. Regions noted in 
text are shown in all-caps, towns and other locations show  in title case, rivers labeled with white italicized l tters, and major cr stal faults 
labeled with black italicized letters. Faults shown here with simplifi ed traces. NFFTB—northern foothills fold-thrust belt; TF—Totschunda 
fault. Base imagery is a slope map (black— teep, white—fl at) overlain with the U.S. Geological Survey 30-m digital elevation model (eleva-
tion gradient from green [low] to white [high]). The white portion of the elevation scale roughly corresponds with the glaciated high peaks 
along the axis of the Alaska Range. Figures 3 through 6 use the same base im ge and wil  show each maj r region of the no thern Alaska 
Range deformation from west to east.
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deformation is the subduction and accretion of 
the eastern and central Yakutat terrane (Fig. 1), 
which began in the late Miocene to Pliocene 
(e.g., Bruns, 1983; Plafker and Berg, 1994; 
Chapman et al., 2008). The strain from this col-
lision is transferred into central Alaska through 
the translation and counterclockwise rotation of 
south-central Alaska (Freymueller et al., 2008; 
Haeussler, 2008). The Denali fault system 
defi nes the northern margin of the south-central 
Ala ka rotation and accommodates a large 
proportion of the strain translated into central 
Alaska (Fig. 1).
Deformation related to the modern Alaska 
Range was probably under way by the early 
Miocene as indicated by the formations of the 
Oligocene–Miocene Usibelli Group (Wahrhaftig 
et al., 1969; Ridgway et al., 1999, 2007) a d 
ther ochronologic exhumation ages (Haeussler , 
2008; Benowitz et al., 2009). St atigraphy, 
paleofl ow directions, and unconformities within 
the Usibelli Group indicate minor syndeposi-
tional foreland deformation (Ridgway et al., 
2007). As the locus of Alaska Range deforma-
tion migrated northward, this foreland defor-
mation w s overwhe med by the deposition of 
the Nenana Gravel, a thick sequence of coarse 
alluvial fan and coalescing braidplain deposits. 
This unit signals a major drainage reversal after 
6.7 Ma (Wahrhaftig, 1958, 1987; Triplehorn 
et al., 2000). The Nenana Gravel fi lled the for-
mer foreland basin of the Alaska Range until 
widespread deformation propagated northward, 
and motion across thrust and/or reverse faults 
uplift d these deposits above local base level 
(Thoms, 2000; Bemis and Wallace, 2007). As 
the former basin surface, the upper surface of 
the Nenana Gravel forms a distinct geomor-
phic surface f possibly early Quaternary age 
(Wahrhaftig , 1987; Bemis, 2010) and is an 
important marker for determining cumulative 
uplift and deformation since that time. Where 
the Neogene sedimentary sequence has been 
stripped in the northern Alaska Ra ge, the 
topography of the more resistant crystalline 
base ent rocks of the Y ko -Tanana terran  
often exhibits a subplanar surface representing 
the exhumed unconform ty between the bed-
rock and Usibelli Group and/or Nenana Gravel.
Prior to the 2002 Denal  f ult earthquake 
sequence, most of the shallow crustal seis-
micity of interio  Alaska ccurred in a broad 
zone between the Denali and Tintina faults and 
between 152° W and 146° W (Ruppert et al., 
2008). In this area, prominent NNE-trending 
lineaments of seismicity with predominantly 
left-lateral focal mechanisms (Page et al., 1995; 
Ruppert et al., 2008) are associated with the 
Salcha, Fairbanks, Minto Flats, Rampart, and 
Dall City seismic zones. However, these linea-
ments have no known surface traces, despite the 
occurrence of three M>7 earthquakes associated 
with these seismic zones since 1900 (Page et al., 
1995; Ratchkovski and Hansen, 2002).
QUATERNARY FAULTS OF THE 
NORTHERN ALASKA RANGE
Most of our current understanding of Quater-
nary tectonics in the northern Alaska Range is 
derived from the following studies: (1) Wahr-
haftig’s geologic mapping and related studies 
in the western northern foothills (Fig. 2) (Wahr-
haftig, 1958, 1968, 1970a–1970h; Wahrhaftig 
et al., 1969); (2) active faulting investigations 
for the Trans-Alaska pipeline system (TAPS) 
prior to development (Woodward-Lundgren and 
Associates, 1974; Brogan et al., 1975); (3) post–
2002 Denali fault earthquake investigations 
(Carver et al., 2006); (4) synthesis of published 
and unpublished neotectonic data for Alaska 
(Plafker et al., 1994); (5) structural and geomor-
phic studies in the western northern foothills 
(Bemis, 2004, 2010; Bemis and Wallace, 2007); 
and (6) the Alaska Division of Geological and 
Geophysical Surveys geologic framework stud-
ies for the Alaska Highway corridor between 
the Delta River and Canadian border (Carver 
et al., 2008, 2010). Taken together, these stud-
ies defi ne a system of Quaternary faults in the 
northern Alaska Range extending from Denali 
in the west, to near the town of Tok in the east 
(Fig. 2). For most of this distance, the topo-
graphic range front is defi ned by active faults 
or folds. These structures form the boundary 
between the actively uplifting Alaska Range 
and the subsiding Tanana Basin. To describe 
the Quaternary faulting of the northern Alaska 
Range, we divide it into regions based on along-
strike structural changes, which essentially cor-
respond with the manner in which each region 
has been previously described. For each region, 
we describe the major faults and style of defor-
mation and introduce new observations from 
previously unpublished studies. Additional data 
for each fault are contained in Table 1.
Kantishna Hills
The Kantishna Hills region (Fig. 3) is the least 
studied in terms of Quaternary deformation 































Figure 1. Alaska and the location of the Alaska Range relative to major active crustal struc-
tures. The dashed black line encloses the area of Figure 2 and illustrates the portion of the 
Alaska Range in which Quaternary faults and uplift occur north of the Denali fault. The 
motions of the Pacifi c plate, Yakutat Block (YB), and the portion of south-central Alaska 
adjacent to the Denali fault system (SCA) relative to North America are shown with black 







































































































































































GLACIAL GEOLOGY 31 
Another factor to be considered is tectonic displace-
ment of cirques during and since Wisconsinan time. 
Many cirques along the edge of the Gulf of Alaska (espe-
cially Blying Sound, pl. 1) and along the south side of 
the Alaska Peninsula have been lowered or raised by 
tectonic movement. This movement accounts for the 
many cirques near or below sea level (figs. 13, 14) 
{Alpha, 1970). 
I NTE RP RETATION OF THE MAP 
The surface of climatic snowline in Wisconsinan time 
in Alaska parallels modern climatic snowline every-
where at a lower elevation. The surface is lowest in the 
south and far west. There is an abrupt rise in the Gulf of 
Alaska from near sea level to about 1,500 m in interior 
Alaska and adjacent Yukon Territory. There is a 
steady, gradual rise from the Bering Sea on the west, 
eastward to Canada through central Alaska. In general, 
the depression of Wisconsinan snowline from modern 
snowline is about 300-400 min the west and 450-600 m 
in the east (figs. 8, 9), but local variations occur. The 
vertical separation of the two snowline surfaces be-
comes greater toward the drier interior, as Hastenrath 
(1967, p. 546; 1971, p. 255) discovered in Peru. 
The map supports the concept that the source of mois-
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FIGURE 12.-Wisconsinan snowline surface in Alaska. Data points in-
dicate the positions ofthe bases of the lowest, empty, north-facing 
cirques found on maps at scales of 1:63,360 or 1:250,000. South-
ward from Yakutat Bay only even-hundred-metre contours are 
shown owing to the steep gradients ofthe snowline surface. A total 
of 573 data points have been mapped in southeastern Alaska, but to 
preserve clarity, their locations are not shown. In adjacent Canada 
a total of 4 7 data points have been mapped, but not all are plotted; 
some lie within the area covered by the information block. Com-
piled by R. D. Reger, 1970. E . M. Schern plotted data points from 
southeastern Alaska, 1970. 
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lica of the mountain mass, owing to a decrease of pre-
cipitation with altitude, especially with the windward 
of snowline and the amount of precipitation (fig. 8, 9). In 
the central part of the State, the snowline rises steadily 
from a low of about 600 min far western Alaska to about 
2,000 m in adjacent Yukon Territory. Landward from 
the Gulf of Alaska, an abundant source of moisture, the 
snowline rises abruptly inward from about 400 to 600 m 
to the northwest, to the north, and to the northeast. It is 
interesting to see that moisture for the south side of the 
Alaska Range, even in the eastern part, apparently 
enters through the Cook Inlet trough. 
If precipitation is insufficient for develop-
ment of a complete icecap over a mountain mass, then 
small cirques and valley glaciers must form at various 
favorable sites up the slopes on all sides of the mountain 
range. 
Besides generally rising inland, the snowline rises 
over major topographic highs and forms a subdued rep-
Perhaps the most interesting point illustrated by the 
map of modern snowline is the apparent lack of mois-
ture for the glaciers contributed by the Arctic Ocean. 
Snowline rises from west to east along the axis of the 
Brooks Range and northern Alaska in general owing to 
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FIGURE 11.-Modern snowline surface in Alaska. Data points indicate 
the positions of north-facing glaciers found on maps at scales of 
1:63,360 or 1:250,000. A total of27 data points were mapped in the 
Yukon Territory, Canada, but 13 of these could not be shown as 
they lie within the area covered by the information block. Snowline 
was located at two-thirds of the elevation difference between the 
glacier toe and the upper ice limit on small circular cirque glaciers, 
or it was located where low medial moraines disappear beneath the 
snow cover on valley glaciers. The level of snowline on the small 
cirque glacier at the head of Grand Union Creek, western Seward 
Peninsula, was more precisely located using 1950 U.S. Navy aerial 
photographs. Compiled by R. D. Reger, 1970; data points in south-
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1 0 1227 10 500 
2 20 1436 15 1000 
3 40 1400 15 1000 
4 60 1317 20 1000 
5 80 1434 15 1500 
6 100 1191 15 1500 





Glacier complex AAR ELA (m) 
Yanert 1320 




















Summit elevation (m) TSAM ELA (m) 
Wood 1336 2508 1922 
Little Delta 1431 2996 2214 
Gillam 950 3761 2356 
Trident 823 4216 2520 













Wood 494 2508 1501 
Little Delta 874 2996 1935 
Gillam 630 3761 2196 
Trident 568 4216 2392 














Wood River 917 1117 1054 400 2.4 U 
West Fork Little 
Delta River 1338 1660 1653 330 1.0 V 
East Fork Little Delta 
River 949 1280 1364 2209 5.9 U 
Delta Creek 745 1084 1053 1688 5.2 U 





















949 1280 1364 3869 10.4 
Delta 
Creek 745 1084 1053 5315 16.4 
Delta 



















































Valley Av  (m2) Ac (m2) Vc 
Wood River 517400 62832 8.2 
West Fork Little Delta River 327956 162866 2.0 
East Fork Little Delta River 1005909 172098 5.8 
Delta Creek 1078462 149012 7.2 




























Valley Vf V Vc k 
Wood River 3.3 20.2 8.2 231 
West Fork Little Delta 
River 1.0 6.0 2.0 193 
East Fork Little Delta 
River 5.9 10.4 5.8 117 
Delta Creek 5.2 16.4 7.2 101 
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